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THE GRAND
CHESSBOARD:
UNDERSTANDING
GEOPOLITICAL
STRATEGY IN A
MULTIPOLAR
WORLD

In  the  landscape  of
modern  geopolitical
thought,  few concepts
h a v e  p r o v e n  a s
e n d u r i n g  a n d
influential  as  The
Grand  Chessboard.
Coined  by  the  Polish-
American  strategist
a n d  f o r m e r  U . S .
Nat iona l  Secur i ty
Adv isor  Zb ign iew
B r z e z i n s k i ,  t h i s
metaphor is not merely

a title of a best-selling
book—it is a framework
for understanding how
g l o b a l  p o w e r  i s
distributed,  contested,
a n d  m a i n t a i n e d .
W r i t t e n  i n  1 9 9 7 ,
Brzez insk i ' s  work
remains  a  touchstone
f o r  s t u d e n t s  o f
international  relations,
foreign policy analysts,
and anyone seeking to
decode  the  strategic
maneuvers  of  great
powers.  But why does
this metaphor continue
to resonate in a world
dramatically  different
from the one Brzezinski
described? The answer
lies  in  the  perennial
nature  of  geography,
power,  and  ambition.
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This  article  explores
the core ideas of The
Grand  Chessboard,
i t s  t h e o r e t i c a l
underpinnings,  i ts
c r i t i q u e ,  a n d  i t s
surprising relevance to
twenty-first-century
geopolitics.

WHAT IS THE
GRAND
CHESSBOARD? A
PRIMER ON
BRZEZINSKI'S
VISION

T h e  G r a n d
Chessboard is both a
book and a conceptual
model.  At  its  heart,
Brzezinski  argues  that
Eurasia  is  the  world's
central arena of power.
He  famously  states
that  whoever  controls
Eurasia  controls  the
world.  Drawing  from
t h e  c l a s s i c a l
geopolitical theories of
Sir  Halford  Mackinder
and Nicholas Spykman,

Brzezinski  updates
their ideas for the post-
Co ld  War  era .  The
b o o k ' s  s u b t i t l e ,
American Primacy and
I t s  G e o s t r a t e g i c
Imperatives, makes the
author's  agenda clear:
i t  i s  a  s t r a t e g i c
p r e s c r i p t i o n  f o r
ma in ta in ing  U .S .
d o m i n a n c e  i n  a
unipolar  moment.
However, it is far more
than  a  simple  policy
br ie f .  The  Grand
Chessboard  offers  a
layered analysis of the
players,  the  stakes,
and  the  moves  on  a
vast  board  stretching
f r o m  L i s b o n  t o
Vladivostok.
Brzezinski  categorizes
nations  into  several
d i s t i n c t  r o l e s :
geostrategic  players
(countries  with  the
capacity  and  will  to
exert  power  beyond
t h e i r  b o r d e r s ) ,
geopolitical  pivots
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(states whose location
gives  them  strategic
impor tance) ,  and
passive  pieces.  The
United  States,  in  his
view,  is  the  ultimate
arbiter—the  grand
master  sitting  outside
the  board,  directing
play. This framing has
sparked  debate  for
decades.  Critics  argue
that  it  reflects  a
hegemonic  mindset,
while supporters see it
a s  a  r e a l i s t i c
assessment  of  power
politics.

THE GEOPOLITICAL
FRAMEWORK OF
THE GRAND
CHESSBOARD

To fully appreciate The
Grand  Chessboard,
one  must  understand
t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l
traditions  it  builds
upon .  B r zez i n sk i
deeply  engages  with
Mackinder's  Heartland
Theory,  which  posits

that the "pivot area" of
C e n t r a l  A s i a  a n d
Eastern  Europe  is  the
k e y  t o  g l o b a l
domination.  He  also
i n c o r p o r a t e s
Spykman's  Rimland
T h e o r y ,  w h i c h
emphasizes the coastal
fringes  of  Eurasia  as
c r i t i c a l  z o n e s  o f
c o n t e s t a t i o n .  B y
synthesizing  these
c l a s s i c a l  i d e a s ,
Brzezinski  creates  a
modern  geostrategic
model  that  accounts
for  nuclear  weapons,
e c o n o m i c
interdependence,  and
t h e  r i s e  o f
transnational forces.

Key
Pillars of
the
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Framewo
rk

The Primacy of
Eurasia: The
continent
contains most of
the world's
population,
energy reserves,
and economic
output. No global
power can
emerge without
a foothold here.
The Role of the
United States:
America is the
"only global
power" capable
of shaping the
Eurasian order.
Its task is to
prevent the rise
of a rival
hegemon.
The
Importance of
the Periphery:
Regions like the

Middle East,
Southeast Asia,
and the
Caucasus are not
secondary but
integral to the
overall balance.
The Centrality
of Ukraine:
Brzezinski calls
Ukraine a
"geopolitical
pivot" because
its independence
directly affects
Russia's ability to
reclaim imperial
status.

These pillars rest on a
f u n d a m e n t a l
assumpt ion :  tha t
geography still matters
i n  a n  a g e  o f
globalization.  While
cr i t i cs  argue  that
t e c h n o l o g y  a n d
e c o n o m i c s  h a v e
rendered  borders
obsolete,  Brzezinski
c o n t e n d s  t h a t
terr i tor ia l  control
remains  the  ultimate
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currency of power. The
Grand  Chessboard
therefore  offers  a
corrective to those who
believe that the world
has  moved  beyond
geopolit ics.

THE THREE KEY
REGIONS OF
EURASIA IN THE
GRAND
CHESSBOARD

Brzezinski  divides
Eurasia  into  three
strategic  zones,  each
with its own dynamics
and  challenges  for
Amer i can  po l i cy .
Understanding  these
regions is essential for
grasping the full scope
o f  T h e  G r a n d
Chessboard .

1. The
Western

Zone:
Europe
and the
Atlantic
Bridge
Europe is described as
America's  natural
partner  but  a lso  a
potential  r ival  i f  i t
b e c o m e s  t o o
i n d e p e n d e n t .
Brzezinski  advocates
for a strong NATO and
a  unified  Europe  that
remains  tied  to  the
Uni ted  States .  He
warns against a Europe
that  dr i f ts  toward
neutrality  or,  worse,
coopera t i on  w i th
Russia.  The  European
Union,  in  his  view,
should be a democratic
anchor  that  extends
stability  eastward.
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2. The
Central
Zone:
The Black
Sea, the
Caucasus
, and
Central
Asia
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
volatile  part  of  The
Grand Chessboard. It
includes  the  energy-
r i c h  s t a t e s  o f
K a z a k h s t a n ,
A z e r b a i j a n ,  a n d
Turkmenistan,  as  well
a s  t h e  f r a c t i o u s
Caucasus  reg ion .

Brzezinski  sees  this
area as a "global zone
o f  p e r m a n e n t
instability" but also as
an  opportunity.  By
promoting  multiple
energy  pipelines  that
bypass Russia and Iran,
the  United  States  can
weaken  the  Kremlin's
grip  and  create  new
centers of influence.

3. The
Eastern
Zone:
China,
India, and
the
Pacific
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Rim
Brzezinski views China
as the most formidable
long-term  challenge.
H e  p r e d i c t s  t h a t
C h i n a ' s  r i s e  w i l l
i n e v i t a b l y  t e s t
American primacy. His
prescription  is  not
confrontat ion  but
" m a n a g e d
competition"—engagin
g  China  economically
while building alliances
wi th  Japan,  South
Korea,  and  India  to
balance  its  growing
p o w e r .  I n d i a  i s
h i g h l i g h t e d  a s  a
potential ly  pivotal
par tner  due  to  i t s
democratic system and
geographic position.
Each  of  these  zones
requires  a  tailored
s t ra tegy ,  bu t  the
overa rch ing  goa l
remains  constant:
prevent  any  single
power from dominating

Eurasia.  The  Grand
Chessboard  is thus a
manual for maintaining
a favorable balance of
p o w e r  t h r o u g h  a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
al l iances,  forward
military  presence,  and
economic statecraft.

HOW THE GRAND
CHESSBOARD
EXPLAINS U.S.
GLOBAL STRATEGY

O n e  r e a s o n  T h e
Grand  Chessboard
has endured is  that it
accurately  describes
c o r e  e l e m e n t s  o f
American foreign policy
that  persist  across
administrations.  Even
when presidents do not
e x p l i c i t l y  c i t e
B r zez insk i ,  t he i r
actions often align with
his  recommendations.
The expansion of NATO
eastward,  the  wars  in
Afghanistan  and  Iraq,
the pivot to Asia under
President  Obama,  and
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t h e  m o r e  r e c e n t
e m p h a s i s  o n
countering  China—all
reflect  the  logic  of  the
chessboard.
For example, the 2003
invasion of Iraq can be
interpreted  through  a
Brzezinskian lens as an
attempt  to  secure  a
geostrategic  foothold
in  the  energy-r ich
Middle  East  and  to
project  power  toward
I r a n  a n d  S y r i a .
Similarly,  the  ongoing
U . S .  p r e s e n c e  i n
Eastern Europe can be
seen  as  a  move  to
prevent  Russia  from
reconst i tut ing  i ts
sphere  of  influence.
Critics  argue  that  this
approach  leads  to
overreach and imperial
o v e r s t r e t c h ,  b u t
proponents  counter
that  it  has  preserved
American  primacy  for
decades.
However, the world has
changed  since  1997.

The rise of China as a
peer  competitor,  the
resurgence  of  Russia
under  Vladimir  Putin,
and  the  diffusion  of
power  to  non-state
a c t o r s  h a v e
c o m p l i c a t e d  t h e
chessboard.  Brzezinski
himself  acknowledged
in  later  writings  that
the game is becoming
more complex. Yet the
basic  architecture  of
T h e  G r a n d
Chessboard  remains
a  p o w e r f u l  l e n s
through which to view
these developments.

THE GRAND
CHESSBOARD AND
MODERN
GEOPOLITICS:
RELEVANCE TODAY

How does The Grand
Chessboard  hold  up
in  an  era  of  hybrid
warfare,  cyber  conflict,
and  g lobal  supply
chains? The answer is:
remarkably well. While



The Grand Chessboard 9

9

the  tools  of  statecraft
have  evolved,  the
fundamental drivers of
competition—access to
resources,  strategic
chokepo in ts ,  and
influence  over  key
populations—remain
unchanged.  Consider
t h e  f o l l o w i n g
c o n t e m p o r a r y
examples:

The Ukraine1.
Crisis (2014-
present):
Brzezinski's
warning about
Ukraine's pivotal
role has proven
prophetic.
Russia's
annexation of
Crimea and its
ongoing war with
Ukraine are
classic examples
of great power
competition over
a geostrategic
pivot.
China's Belt2.
and Road

Initiative: This
massive
infrastructure
project is
explicitly
designed to
reshape the
chessboard by
creating new
economic
corridors that tie
Eurasia together.
It challenges
American
primacy in
exactly the way
Brzezinski
feared.
The Energy3.
Game in the
Caucasus:
Pipelines like the
Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan route
were
championed by
Brzezinski as a
way to reduce
dependence on
Russian energy.
Today, they
remain central to



10

10 The Grand Chessboard 2026-07-28

European energy
security.
India's Rise:4.
Brzezinski
identified India
as a key
democratic
counterweight to
China. Current
U.S.-India
security
cooperation,
including the
Quad alliance,
reflects this
thinking.

T h e s e  e x a m p l e s
demonstrate  that  The
Grand Chessboard is
not a historical artifact
but a living document.
I t s  a n a l y t i c a l
categor ies—pivots ,
players, and peripheral
zones—help  make
s e n s e  o f  n e w s
headlines  that  might
o t h e r w i s e  s e e m
chaotic.  The  book's
emphasis on long-term
strategy  over  short-
term  expediency  is

particularly relevant in
an age of 24-hour news
cycles  and  populist
volatility.

CRITIQUES AND
CONTROVERSIES
SURROUNDING
THE GRAND
CHESSBOARD

No  influential  work
escapes  criticism,  and
T h e  G r a n d
Chessboard  has  its
share  of  detractors.
Some  o f  the  mos t
common  cr i t iques
include:

Hegemonic
Hubris: Critics
argue that the
book's
prescription for
American
primacy is a
recipe for
endless
intervention and
conflict. They
contend that the
United States
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should adopt a
more restrained
foreign policy
rather than
trying to manage
Eurasia.
Neglect of Non-
State Actors:
Brzezinski
focuses almost
exclusively on
states and great
powers. He gives
little attention to
transnational
forces like
terrorism,
climate change,
pandemics, or
multinational
corporations,
which also shape
global outcomes.
Deterministic
Geography:
Some scholars
argue that the
book overstates
the importance
of geography
and understates
the role of ideas,

institutions, and
domestic politics.
Outdated
Unipolar
Assumption:
Written at the
height of
American
unipolarity, the
book assumes
U.S. dominance
will continue
indefinitely. The
emergence of a
multipolar world
with multiple
centers of power
challenges this
premise.

Despite  these  valid
c r i t i c i s m s ,  e v e n
d e t r a c t o r s  o f t e n
c o n c e d e  t h a t
Brzezinski's  framework
captures  something
e s s e n t i a l  a b o u t
international  politics.
T h e  c h e s s b o a r d
metaphor  is  flexible
e n o u g h  t o
accommodate  new
actors  and  dynamics,
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w h i c h  i s  w h y  i t
continues to be taught
in  universit ies  and
debated  in  po l i cy
circles.

KEY PLAYERS ON
THE GRAND
CHESSBOARD
TODAY

If we update the cast of
T h e  G r a n d
Chessboard  for  the
twenty-first  century,
several  actors  stand
out.  Understanding
these players is crucial
for  anyone  following
global  affairs.

The
United
States
Still the most powerful
single  actor,  but  now
f a c i n g  g e n u i n e

competition.  Its  ability
to shape outcomes on
the  chessboard  is
b e i n g  t e s t e d  b y
internal  polarization
and  external  rivals.

China
The  main  challenger.
China's combination of
economic  weight ,
military modernization,
a n d  d i p l o m a t i c
activism makes  it  the
most serious threat to
U.S. primacy since the
Soviet Union.

Russia
A  diminished  but  still
dangerous  player.
Russia's strength lies in
its resource wealth, its
strategic  location,  and
its  willingness  to  use
force.  It  is  more  of  a
spoiler than a potential
heg


